Use of a TV Drama, Friends, for Vocabulary Learning by 赤堀 志子 & Naoko Akahori
NowadayssomeAmericanTVprogramsareavailableinJapan.Unlikemovies,theyare
short,usualylessthan60minutes,andineachserialthesamemaincharactersappearin
differentcontexts.Ifteachersusethedramasseveraltimes,studentsgettoknownotonly
the characteristics ofthe main characters,but become familiar with their ongoing
relationshipsandthepeerjokestheyexchange.Therefore,thedramasaremoresuitableto
useasEnglish materialsthan movies.Languageusedin TV dramasreflectseveryday
conversationamongadiversegroupofnativespeakers;theyaredifferent,forexample,in
agesandjobs.TheshowsalsoreflectcurrentAmericancultureandsociety.Oneofthe
biggestadvantagesofusingTVdramasasalisteningmaterialisthatlearnersareexposed
tothelanguageasitisactualyused.
Onthecontrary,thereseem tobesomedisadvantages.Oneofmyconcernsisthatthe
vocabularyisnot,ofcourse,presentedaccordingtoanypedagogicalstrategy.Ready-made
textbooksarecarefulydesignedtoincludetheappropriatenumberandkindsofwords
whichlearnersofacertainlevelshouldacquire,butnotTV dramas.SinceTV dramas
reflectcurrentsocietyandculture,learnersintheESLsituationmaynotunderstandthe
context.Teachersareresponsibleforhelpinglearnersdealwiththeseproblems,andmake
thechalengesstimulatingforthelearners.
ThispaperwilexaminetheadvantagesanddisadvantagesofusinganAmericanTV
dramaaslisteningmaterialinanESLclassesintermsofvocabularylearning,andalso
discusshowtomakethebestuseofit.
1.Data
Icomparethetranscriptsofthefirst10episodesofFriends,season1withtheGeneral
ServiceList1 and theAcademicWord List2 in orderto find outto whatextentthe
vocabularyoverlapped.ThereasonthatIusedthefirst10episodesasthedataforthis
researchisthatsinceinJapaneseuniversitiesusualythereare15weeksinonesemester,
studentscanbeexposedtothematerialabouttentimes.Iwouldalsoliketoinvestigatethe
frequencyofvocabularywhichisoneitheroftheAcademicWordListorGeneralService
Listintermsoftheretrievalandthegenerativeuseofthevocabularybystudents.Iused
theFrequencyandRangeprogram whicharefreelydistributedbyProf.PaulNation.His
・basewordlists・aremadebyusingwordfamilyfrequencyfiguresfrom the10milion
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tokensin thespoken section oftheBritish NationalCorpus(BNC).Each listcontains
exactly1000wordfamiliesintheorderoffrequency.
1.1.FrequencyoftheVocabularyItemsinFriends
First,IwouldliketocomparethevocabularyusedinFriendswiththeoneonthe
GeneralServiceList.Table1showsthevocabularyusedinepisodes1to10ofFriends,
season1.Thisindicatesthatthelevelofthevocabularyisrathereasy.Itisalsoworth
notingthatabout14percentofthetokensand43percentofthetypesofthevocabulary
usedonFriendsarenotinthebasicwordlists.
Astotherangeofwordfamilies,421outof1106appearinoneepisode,and99families
areusedinaltenepisodes(Table2).Thismeansthathalfofthevocabularyisnotrecycled;
learnersonlyencounterthem once,whiletheycanlearn10percentofthevocabularyina
generativewaybyencounteringthem indifferentcontextsindifferentepisodes.
Table3 indicatesthetop 20 mostfrequently used vocabulary itemsin Friends.
Interestingly,themostfrequentwordisdifferentfrom theoneusedinwrittentextsof
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Table1.VocabularyinFriendsseason1,episode110
BASICWORDLIST TOKENS/％ TYPES/％ FAMILIES
one 21346/80.09 1140/38.51 677
two 1402/5.26 443/14.97 341
three 189/0.71 103/3.48 88
notinthelists 3717/13.95 1274/43.04 ―
Total 26654 2960 1106
Table2.Rangeofwordfamiliesofthevocabulary
inepisodes110inFriends,season1
Wordfamiliesappearin 1episode 421
Wordfamiliesappearin 2episodes 193
Wordfamiliesappearin 3episodes 103
Wordfamiliesappearin 4episodes 82
Wordfamiliesappearin 5episodes 47
Wordfamiliesappearin 6episodes 54
Wordfamiliesappearin 7episodes 41
Wordfamiliesappearin 8episodes 33
Wordfamiliesappearin 9episodes 33
Wordfamiliesappearin10episodes 99
English.InalmostaltextswritteninEnglish,・the・ismostfrequentlyused.However,
Table3showsthatthemostfrequentlyusedwordinFriendsis・I・,andthesecondmost
frequentlyusedwordis・you・.・I・occupiesmorethan4.6percentofthewholetextwhile
・you・occupies8.48percent,asTable4shows.ItalsosuggeststhatZipf・slawdoesnotseem
tobeapplicabletoFriends.
Theword・the・occupieslessthan4percentinFriends,whileitusualyoccupiesmorethan
7percentofawrittentext.Itshowsthatinconversationororalcommunication,theword
・the・ismuchlessoftenusedthaninwrittentexts.Also,the3rdmostfrequentword,・s・
and10thmostfrequentword・t・indicatethatreducedformsarefrequentlyusedinthe
conversation.Inthelisteningcourse,teachersneedtoteach・he・s・or・can・t・asimportant
chunksinunderstandingoralcommunication.
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Table3.Top20frequentwordsinFriends
TYPE RANGE FREQ E1 E2 E3 E4 E5 E6 E7 E8 E9 E10
I 10 1233 122 111 211 121 117 95 109 138 127 82
you 10 1026 88 88 147 95 114 87 81 109 129 88
s(is) 10 650 70 65 64 71 82 69 64 64 51 50
the 10 644 53 51 57 80 56 90 36 52 103 66
it 10 541 79 47 72 53 61 46 44 45 57 37
a 10 485 47 38 87 37 50 45 44 52 47 38
and 10 436 37 42 65 43 44 48 15 57 46 39
that 10 401 38 34 55 40 46 36 29 50 37 36
to 10 386 40 40 50 47 18 21 22 49 57 42
t(not) 10 318 30 34 57 34 29 26 20 35 33 20
oh 10 309 24 35 34 34 36 40 25 27 22 32
what 10 281 27 23 33 30 36 36 29 19 23 25
is 10 270 25 24 32 33 28 24 23 25 23 33
know 10 258 29 31 38 28 27 17 22 23 24 19
m (am) 10 258 25 19 36 25 37 21 20 31 24 20
this 10 239 25 23 29 34 23 21 12 27 27 18
my 10 234 17 14 33 24 26 24 20 25 27 24
no 10 233 29 27 28 20 17 18 15 30 23 26
me 10 224 15 18 30 27 26 20 23 41 11 13
we 10 218 29 24 15 16 21 35 17 13 29 19
1.2.ComparisonbetweenthevocabularyusedinFriendsandtheGeneralServiceList
UsingtheRangeprogram,IinvestigatetowhatextentthevocabularyofFriendsand
GeneralServiceListoverlapwitheachother.Iputthetranscriptionsof10episodesfrom
Friendsseason1andGeneralServiceListtogetherintheRangeprogram.Tables5to8
showtheresults.
Table5showsthatthereare4350wordtypesand2030wordfamiliesintotal,while,as
Table1indicates,thereare2960wordtypesand1106wordfamiliesin Friends.This
demonstratesthatinatleastabouthalfofthewordslistedintheGeneralServiceListare
notusedinFriends.However,asImentionedbefore,about43percentofwordtypesin
Friendsarenotonthelistsofthebasewords1,2,and3.Iam goingtodiscussthe
characteristicsofthesewordslaterinthispaper,butthisgroupincludeswordsorphrases
suchas・Yeah・and・Okay・,whichstudentsneedtolearninordertoimprovetheirlistening
andspeakingskils.
1321wordsfrom theGeneralServiceList―509wordsfrom BaseListOne,and807
wordsfrom BaseListTwo,and5otherwordsdonotappearinthetranscriptofFriends.
Thewordsbelowaresomeexamples.
ability,above,accord,active,actress,address,admission,adopt,adoption,adventure,
affair,agree,alow,alowance,among,amongst,amount,ancient,anyhow,appear,
appearance,application,apply,appoint,arise,arm,arrive,article,association,attempt,
average,backwards,base,etc.
SincealmostaltheepisodesofFriendsarerelatedtoloveandfriendship,therangeofthe
vocabulary islimited.Astheexamplesaboveindicate,itisimportanttoanalyzethe
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Table4.VocabularyinFriendsinfrequencyorder
WORDTYPE RANK FREQUENCY CUMULATIVEPERCENT
I 1 1233 4.63
you 2 1026 8.48
s(is) 3 650 10.91
the 4 644 13.33
it 5 541 15.36
a 6 485 17.18
and 7 436 18.82
that 8 401 20.32
to 9 386 21.77
t(not) 10 318 22.96
vocabularywhenusingTV dramasaslisteningmaterialsinalanguageclassandtotake
thecontextofthedramaintoconsideration.
1.3.ComparisonbetweenthevocabularyusedinFriendsandtheAcademicWordList
ThereislessoverlappingvocabularybetweenFriendsandtheAcademicWordList.In
total,55words―3inBaseWordOne,52inBaseWordTwo―from theAcademicWordList
areusedinFriends.Belowisthelistofthewordsfoundinthefirst10episodesofFriends
season1.
so,found,caled,job,sex,relax,couple,assume,credit,major,classic,concept,
partner,theory,appreciate,attach,authority,aware,brief,chalenge,constant,
contact,cycle,define,device,error,factor,feature,focus,grade,grant,image,index,
input,instance,intense,involve,issue,mental,minimal,percent,perspective,physical,
plus,positive,reverse,simulate,tape,team,tense,theme,tradition,valid,version,
virtual
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Table5.Tokens,types,andfamiliesinFriendsandGeneralServiceListintotal
WORDLIST TOKENS/％ TYPES/％ FAMILIES
one 22487/77.68 1650/37.93 972
two 2476/8.55 1250/28.74 966
three 194/0.67 107/2.46 92
notinthelists 3791/13.10 1343/30.87 ―
Total 28948 4350 2030
Table6.RangesofwordtypesinFriends
(10files)andGeneralServiceList
WordTypesappearin 1episode 2898
WordTypesappearin 2episodes 595
WordTypesappearin 3episodes 248
WordTypesappearin 4episodes 153
WordTypesappearin 5episodes 93
WordTypesappearin 6episodes 61
WordTypesappearin 7episodes 53
WordTypesappearin 8episodes 46
WordTypesappearin 9episodes 48
WordTypesappearin10episodes 70
WordTypesappearin11episodes 85
Amongthem,theword・so・isthemostfrequentinFriends.AsTable7shows,mostofthe
wordsaboveareusedonlyafewtimesinFriends.
Sincethereare570wordfamiliesontheAcademicWordList,lessthan10percentofthe
wordfamiliesontheAcademicWordListcanbelearnedbydirectlyfrom Friends.Besides,
sincethecontextofFriendsisnotacademic,itisnotappropriateforstudentswhoare
learningEnglishfortheacademicpurposes.
1.4.Vocabularywhichisnotinthebasicwordlist
Finaly,Iwouldliketodiscussthewordswhicharenotonthebasiclistsbutareused
inFriends.Table8showsthetop25wordsofthisgroup.Mostofthem arepropernames,
suchasRachel,Ross,andMonica,whoarethemaincharactersofthedrama.Thetop3
words― ・yeah・,・okay・,and・uh・―arefrequentlyusedintheconversationbutalmost
neverusedinwrittenlanguage.Reducedformssuchas・wanna・,・gonna・,・gotta・,and
・kinda・arealsocommonlyusedintheconversation,butarenotusedinwrittenlanguage.
However,thesereducedformsshouldbetaughttoimprovestudents'listeningskilsandto
reducethedifficultyincomprehendingspokenlanguage.
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Table7.Overlappedwords:FriendsandAcademicWordList
TYPE RANGE FREQ.
so 11 188
found 6 11
caled 3 4
job 8 15
sex 6 11
relax 5 6
couple 5 5
assume 4 4
credit,major 3 4
classic,concept,partner,theory 3 3
appreciate,attach,authority,aware,brief,chalenge,constant,contact,
cycle,define,device,error,factor,feature,focus,grade,grant,image,
index,input,instance,intense,involve,issue,mental,minimal,percent,
perspective,physical,plus,positive,reverse,simulate,tape,team,tense,
theme,tradition,valid,version,virtual
2 2
2.Finalcomment
In thisresearch,Ianalyzed thevocabulary used in a famousAmerican situation
comedy,Friends,intermsofitsusefulnessforvocabularyteaching.Asaresult,itbecomes
clearthatusingonlyFriendsasateachingmaterialisnotsufficientforthelearnersto
learnbasicvocabulary.UsingonlyFriendslearnershavefewchancestolearnwordsonthe
academic word lists.Learners in the lower intermediate level should be provided
supplementaryvocabularymaterialstoimprovetheirvocabularyknowledge.
Ontheotherhand,itisanadvantagethatstudentscanlearnfrequentlyusedspoken
languagesuchas・yeah・and・gotta・.Brown(2001:253)hassuggestedthatonesourceof
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Table8.Top25frequentwordswhicharenotinthebasiclistbutareusedinFriends
TYPE RANGE FREQUENCY E1 E2 E3 E4 E5 E6 E7 E8 E9 E10
yeah 10 162 12 12 22 22 15 14 20 15 12 18
okay 7 146 0 0 24 16 23 15 0 32 11 25
uh 10 112 10 1 8 17 6 10 21 10 14 15
Rachel 9 89 5 7 1 2 53 0 3 13 4 1
gonna 10 88 5 2 9 15 9 10 10 5 6 17
guy 10 72 6 6 9 1 11 13 9 9 2 6
OK 3 68 26 20 0 0 0 0 22 0 0 0
guys 10 66 8 7 6 5 5 11 3 11 6 4
Ross 10 64 10 11 3 10 7 3 3 8 4 5
um 10 59 3 12 3 11 5 2 7 5 3 8
Joey 8 55 10 7 6 0 6 7 8 9 0 2
Monica 10 52 6 4 5 4 5 5 7 12 3 1
alright 7 47 0 8 9 2 4 9 0 7 0 8
Chandler 10 45 9 6 4 2 5 4 3 5 5 2
wanna 9 43 3 0 4 2 7 5 5 5 3 9
Paul 1 38 0 0 0 0 38 0 0 0 0 0
ooh 9 37 12 0 2 1 6 2 1 3 2 8
huh 9 27 2 1 4 3 0 3 4 3 6 1
Carol 7 26 6 1 0 8 2 0 1 7 0 1
LA 4 25 0 7 0 0 4 0 7 0 0 7
gotta 9 24 6 0 3 1 7 1 2 2 1 1
kinda 9 24 1 1 1 4 6 0 4 2 1 4
Phoebe 7 23 5 3 2 0 2 0 0 5 1 5
wow 10 20 2 3 1 2 4 1 2 1 2 2
Paolo 3 17 0 9 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 5
Japanese learners・difficulty in improving listening comprehension is their ability to
understandreducedforms.A numberofreductionsoccurin spoken English,andthey
producesignficantprocessingproblemsforJapaneselearnersofEnglish,manyofwhom are
stickedtoabottom-upapproach.Thereductionsincludephonological(e.g・Djeetyet?・for
・Didyoueatyet?・),morphological(e.g.・I・l・),syntactic(e.g.abbreviatedformslike・When
wilyoubeback?・・Tomorrow,maybe.・),orpragmatic(e.g.afteransweringthephone,a
childyels,・Mom!Phone!・).UsingtheTVdramasaslisteningmaterialcanaddressthese
problems.
Forthefutureresearch,Iwouldliketoinvestigatevocabularylearningbydoingapre-
testbeforestudentsareexposedtoAmericanTVshows,andapost-testafterwards.AlsoI
wouldliketoinvestigateotherAmericandramastocomparetherangeandfrequencyofthe
vocabulary.
Note
1 TheGeneralServiceList,GSL,(West,1953)isasetof2,000wordswhichareselectedandcreated
byMichaelWesttobeofthegreatest・generalservice・tolearnersofEnglish.Frequencyisthe
biggestfactorofthisselection.IthasbeeninfluentialinESLandEFLformanyyears.Graded
readersandmanyothermaterialsarebasedonthislist.
2 TheAcademicWordListwasdevelopedbyAverilCoxhead.Thelistcontains570wordfamilies.The
listdoesnotincludewordsthatareinthemostfrequent2000wordsofEnglish.TheAWLwas
primarilymadesothatitcouldbeusedbyteachersaspartofaprogrammepreparinglearnersfor
tertiarylevelstudyorusedbystudentsworkingalonetolearnthewordsmostneededtostudyat
tertiaryinstitutions.TheAcademicWordListreplacestheUniversityWordList.
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